Guidelines for knee osteoarthritis suggest that physicians provide advice to patients about the proper shoes to wear to help relieve their pain. Shoes that decrease the stress on the knee joint ("unloading shoes") are widely available, but it is not clear whether these shoes are effective at improving symptoms in patients with knee osteoarthritis.
What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Guidelines for knee osteoarthritis suggest that physicians provide advice to patients about the proper shoes to wear to help relieve their pain. Shoes that decrease the stress on the knee joint ("unloading shoes") are widely available, but it is not clear whether these shoes are effective at improving symptoms in patients with knee osteoarthritis.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To compare the effects of unloading shoes and conventional walking shoes on knee pain and functioning in patients with knee osteoarthritis.
Who was studied?
164 adults who had knee osteoarthritis documented on x-rays and pain on most days of the month.
How was the study done?
The study participants were randomly assigned to wear unloading shoes or conventional walking shoes. The shoes had a similar appearance and were provided to the participants free of charge. The participants were told to wear the shoes as much as possible every day. They answered questions about knee pain and physical functioning at baseline (before wearing the shoes) and after 6 months of wearing the shoes, and they recorded any problems they had while wearing the shoes (such as increased pain). The participants received a $50 gift card if they completed the 6-month questionnaire.
What did the researchers find?
At baseline, the researchers examined the shoes that study participants wore most often and found that most of the shoes were old (the average age was 3.4 years) or worn out. Both groups showed the same amount of change in pain and physical functioning after wearing their assigned shoes for 6 months, and these measurements did not differ between the unloading shoe and conventional shoe groups. Similar numbers of participants in both groups recorded problems with wearing the shoes. Although ankle and foot pain were reported more often in the unloading shoe group than in the conventional shoe group, the number of patients who stopped wearing the shoes was similar in both groups.
What were the limitations of the study?
Only one model of unloading shoe was studied in this trial, so the results of this study may not apply to unloading shoes from another manufacturer.
What are the implications of the study?
Unloading shoes provided effects similar to those of conventional walking shoes among adults with knee osteoarthritis. Patients with knee osteoarthritis may find it helpful to buy a new pair of walking shoes if the shoes they wear regularly are old or show signs of wear and tear. 
